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Expansion and equity in Australian higher education: three propositions
for new relations
Trevor Gale*
School of Education, Deakin University, Burwood, VIC, Australia
This article outlines three broad propositions for student equity in Australian
higher education (HE), arising from the Australian Government’s recent policy
announcement to expand and widen student participation. The first is that a new
relationship between student demand for places and their supply is on the
horizon, unlike any other in Australia’s history. Specifically, demand will struggle
to match the intended supply. Given these new arrangements between govern-
ment, institution and applicant, the article’s second proposition is that govern-
ments and universities will need to develop a new regard for the people they seek
to attract. And, following on from this, they will need to pay more attention to the
nature of HE and its appeal to people who traditionally have not been all that
interested. Informing this account are an examination of statistical data, analysis
of university outreach programs, and a comparison of current principles of
effective teaching in HE. The article concludes that advancing student equity in
the current context will require new relations between institutions and students,
which include a more sophisticated appreciation for the diversity of students and
their communities, and for what they potentially contribute to HE.
Keywords: higher education; student equity; social inclusion; widening participa-
tion; socioeconomic status; aspiration
Introduction
In 2009, the Australian Government announced two ambitions for student participa-
tion and attainment in Australian higher education (HE): that, by 2020, 20% of all
undergraduate students in HE will come from low socioeconomic status (SES)
backgrounds; and, by 2025, 40% of all 2534-year-olds will hold a Bachelor’s degree
(Australian Government, 2009, pp. 1213). In setting these targets, the Government
identified the first as ‘key’ to achieving the second (Australian Government, 2009, p.
14). Both were informed by the 2008 Review of Australian Higher Education (Bradley,
Noonan, Nugent, & Scales, 2008), the Bradley Review, and by a neo-liberal economic
and social policy agenda. These positioned HE as ‘integral to achieving the
Government’s vision of a stronger and fairer Australia’ (Australian Government,
2009, p. 5); stronger in terms of ‘a highly educated workforce . . . to advance the growth
of a dynamic knowledge economy’ (Australian Government, 2009, p. 12) and fairer by
‘ensuring that Australians of all backgrounds who have the ability to study at university
get the opportunity to do so’ (Australian Government, 2009, p. 12).
The proposed changes invested in these 20/40 targets are without precedent in
Australian HE. In the past, expansion of the system has been in response to student
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demand exceeding the supply of places (e.g. the reforms of Whitlam in the mid-1970s
and Dawkins in the late 1980s/early 1990s). This time, expansion is in response to a
desire by government for a greater supply of knowledge workers to secure for
Australia a more competitive position in the global knowledge economy. In the past,
redressing inequities in the proportional representation of disadvantaged groups in
HE has relied on the support of an expansionist agenda (Alon, 2009; Gale & Tranter,
2011). This time, expansion is dependent on widening participation.
The article begins by detailing this problematic, of current student demand falling
short of the Government’s intended supply and, hence, the need to generate interest
in HE among those who traditionally have not been all that interested. It then
examines what universities can do to attract the attention of under-represented
groups, to encourage and enable their participation in HE. The analysis in these first
two sections draws on publically available statistics on Australian schooling,
vocational education and training (VET) and the HE sector, as well as on an
international study of university outreach programs in schools (Gale et al., 2010).
The third section of the article moves the discussion to the equity implications for
students’ learning environments and experiences at university, drawing on a
comparison of current principles of effective teaching in HE.
These three sections of the article inform its three propositions, that: (1) relations
between supply and demand are set to change, as are relations between government,
institution and applicant; such that (2) ‘aspiration’ will challenge the importance of
‘achievement’ as the most significant determiner of university entry; and, similarly,
that (3) for equity groups to reach critical mass, universities will need to engage more
fully with their different knowledges and ways of knowing. In short, ‘the immanent
rules of the game’ are about to change, as is the relative value of the stakes in the
game (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 99), although it remains a moot point as to
how much the most disadvantaged in our society will benefit from these changes in
the long term.
The changing relationship between demand and supply
The difficulties associated with expanding Australia’s HE system to deliver on the
Government’s vision are becoming increasingly apparent. Graeme Hugo (2010), one of
Australia’s leading demographers, has recently noted that during the 1990s, despite the
increased numbers of university students, there was no net gain in the number of
Australia’s academics. One consequence has been that academics are now the second
oldest workforce group in the country, just behind farmers, with 54% of academics
aged over 45.1 Hugo observes that to meet the Government’s planned increased student
participation targets, academics will need to expand in number over the next decade, in
a context of low take up in academia among graduate students, and high levels of
attrition from the current academic workforce: to retirement, to overseas destinations,
and to other sectors of employment. The Government’s expansion agenda will also
place high demands on the sector’s infrastructure. To meet its 20/40 targets, an
estimated 220,000 extra student places will be needed by 2025 (Australian Bureau of
Statistics (ABS), 2008a; Sellar, Gale, & Parker, 2011). To put this in perspective,
Australia will require an expansion to the system of about four to five times the size of
Monash University, currently the largest university in Australia at around 50,000
students. Jarrod Coysh (2010), the general manager of the National Australia Bank’s
670 T. Gale
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
7:2
5 1
5 N
ov
em
be
r 2
01
1 
education and community business  the leading bank among Australian universities 
suggests that universities’ ‘surplus operating cash flows [will be] insufficient to fund
anywhere near the required infrastructure spend’ and that they will need to cultivate a
greater ‘willingness to use debt to finance capital works’.
These are significant challenges to the Government’s agenda and to Australia’s
HE system that cannot be underestimated. Yet both rest on a presumption that there
are numbers of eligible students waiting in the wings for universities to throw their
doors open a little wider to let them in. It is an assumption that rests on a previous
settlement in which the number of eligible applicants has always exceeded the
number of student places. However, unmet student demand for HE in Australia has
been trending down. While in 2009 the national figure was 8% or 18,500 people,
before the effect of the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) it was 6% (in 2008) and falling.
It has been estimated that in order to meet the Federal Government’s 40%
attainment target, student enrolments in Victorian universities alone would need
to increase annually by at least 10,000 and possibly by 12,000 (Trounson, 2009); an
increase of 22% on the 2009 Victorian intake, twice as much as its current unmet
student demand, which is temporarily inflated by the GFC.
If the worst of the GFC is past us, and if all else remains equal, we are likely to see
these numbers return to trend (Department of Education, Employment and Work-
place Relations (DEEWR), 2009b, p. 75). In brief, ‘unmet demand is . . . likely to fall if
the jobs market continues to grow’ (Vin Massaro, in Trounson, 2009). Of course, this is
unmet student demand, not student demand per se. In the 2000s, the rise and fall of
unmet student demand roughly matched the fall and rise in the supply of places. That is,
throughout the decade, student demand for university places was fairly constant
(Figure 1) (DEEWR, 2001, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008). The number one challenge, then,
confronting Australian HE would seem to be to encourage and enable people to seek
entry from among those who currently do not.
There are some short-term solutions to this problem. Universities could adjust
the mix of their student enrolments to ensure more of their undergraduates are
Figure 1. Commencing domestic undergraduate students, Australia, 20002008. Source:
Derived from Students: Selected Higher Education Statistics for years 2000, 2001, 2003, 2005,
2007, 2008 (DEEWR, 2001, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, 2009a).
Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education 671
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enrolled in and complete degree programs. This could possibly help at the margins of
student attainment targets but it is hardly a strategy to address the massive increases
required. Improving student retention rates to levels near 100% would also solve
attainment-related targets without any need to attract currently un-attracted
students, although that would be a huge task and, if achieved, would stand Australia
apart from other HE systems around the world. Thirdly, the GFC and the removal of
volume caps will also act to temporarily increase student demand or at least give that
appearance. For example, while Australian university application rates increased in
2010 by 6.1%, enrolments increased by 9.9%:
This greater increase in enrolment versus application rates is due to students converting
existing part-time loads to full-time (Commonwealth of Australia, 2010, p. 87).
Technically, this does not constitute an increase in demand, given that these students
are already in the system and their changed loads simply bring forward the completion
dates for the same number of degrees. That is, while increased enrolments will take up
some of the newly available places, not all of them will contribute to additional
graduations. (Sellar et al., 2011, p. 42)
The longer-term trend suggests that interest in participating in HE is waning among
school students, among those who are the 2534-year-olds of 2025; 1519-year-old
Australians are now more likely to be out of education or employment than their
OECD peers, particularly those in the European Union (Australian Social Inclusion
Board, 2009, p. 55).
With respect to the kind of education that would enable young Australians to
qualify for university entry, more (in absolute terms) are staying on at school to
complete Year 12 (191,602 in 2000, to 210,825) but, because of the growing population,
Year 12 students increasingly represent a smaller proportion of their age cohort,
although this fall seems to have been arrested in recent years (ABS, 2008b). This is not
helped by taking into account qualifications that are equivalent to Year 12. Definitions
of Year 12 equivalence have undergone something of a revision in recent times, in part
in response to the federal Government’s target of a 90% retention rate to Year 12 or
equivalent by 2015. In shifting the retention target from 2020 to 2015  a shift initiated
by Government  the definition of Year 12 equivalence has also shifted from Certificate
3 to Certificate 2. Yet neither Certificate 3 nor 2 are highly regarded by universities as
preparation for university entry. In fact, Certificate 4 in Adult Tertiary Preparation
currently offered by Technical and Further Education (TAFE) institutions in
Queensland is more in keeping with university entry requirements.
It is clear that many of the 1519-year-olds not staying on at school are moving
on to VET (National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER), 2010, p.
8). Indeed, the rise in VET participation since 2004 (from 1.6 million in 2004 to 1.7
million in 2009) can be attributed mainly to an increased participation by this age
group, which now represent 30% of all VET students (NCVER, 2010, p. 8). However,
it is important to note that only 20% of VET students are enrolled in courses that
articulate with university: 10% in Certificate 4 courses and a further 10% in courses
of Diploma and above (Foley, 2007, p. 27).
VET currently provides a very narrow route to HE that will not simply be
redressed by a better Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) and may well be
diminished further in Victoria by the introduction of Higher Education Contribution
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Scheme (HECS-style) fees now applied to VET courses that articulate with
university.
The proposed expansion of Australian HE will also be like no other because it is
required to more than equally benefit people from low SES backgrounds. In the past
when governments have increased the supply of HE, the absolute number of low SES
students has increased but their proportional representation has remained relatively
unchanged (at around 15%, reaching 16% in 2008) (Bradley et al., 2008, p. 28;
DEEWR, 2009b, p. 75). Under the current proposal, their undergraduate repre-
sentation is set to rise in absolute terms and also proportionally, to 20% by 2020.
However, just as we cannot rely on VET to make up the shortfall in qualified
applicants for HE, neither can it be relied on to supply HE with an increased
proportion of students from low SES backgrounds. While low SES people are over-
represented in VET, the participation rates of SES groups in upper-level VET courses
(Certificate 4, Diploma and above) mirror their participation in universities. The
same can be said about Indigenous peoples. They are over-represented in VET
courses (at 4.7% of all VET students compared to 2.4% of all Australians), but only
6% of all Indigenous VET students are enrolled in Diploma or above courses that
articulate with HE. In short, VET will not currently deliver disadvantaged students
to university in the numbers it desires and requires.
The central issue to be confronted, then, is that an increase in university student
numbers will mean a new accounting of student achievement and aspiration, with
aspiration now receiving greater prominence. More elite universities could con-
ceivably offer more places and continue to trade solely in school results (that is,
student achievement measured in terms of university entrance scores) but it would
mean their expansion would come at a cost to enrolments in other universities. Most
universities will need to also engage with students’ aspirations. In the past, student
aspirations have remained largely in the background. Excesses in student demand
have mediated competition between universities. ‘Our university is the place for you’
has been the mantra of most university marketing departments. That is still an
important message but it will now need to be balanced against a new one, that is,
‘University is a place for you’. To achieve the sector targets, Australian universities
will need to find ways in which to work collaboratively to address the more basic
problem of an insufficient supply of qualified applicants.
Indeed, the unknown in all this is what individual institutions and institutional
collectives will do. For example, while three Group of Eight universities
(Australia’s elite universities) have indicated that they have plans to expand,2
both the Universities of Melbourne and Sydney, the two oldest universities in the
country, have signaled that they plan to downsize their undergraduate intakes
(Trounson, 2009). In particular, the Vice-Chancellor at the University of Sydney
has noted that, by elite university standards around the world, the University of
Sydney currently has a large undergraduate student enrolment (Gilmore, 2009).
There are obvious links being made here between elite status and the size of one’s
undergraduate enrolment. Given the experience in the USA (Alon, 2009), we can
expect that increasing the demand for elite universities by reducing the places they
make available is unlikely to contribute to an increased representation of low SES
students in those institutions. Even so, while such moves have the potential to
shift supply from one institution to another and have related effects on student
demand and participation  at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels  they
Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education 673
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do not change the underlying problem facing the sector as a whole, of not enough
interested and qualified applicants to meet the Government’s 20/40 targets.
Aspiration and the design of university outreach programs
In order to address this problem, to encourage and enable more and different kinds of
students to enter university, the Australian Government has overhauled its support of
university outreach activities, increasing its annual funding from around $12 million
(under the previous Higher Education Equity Support Program) to $14 million in
2010 rising to $42 million in 2013 (under the new Higher Education Participation and
Partnerships Program). The primary focus of these programs has shifted to raising
students’ aspirations for HE (Gale et al., 2010). While their academic achievements
remain important for gaining access to HE, students’ aspirations have become central
in achieving the growth ambitions of government and institutions, in a context of
relatively low student demand for university places (Sellar et al., 2011).
In theorizing access to Australian HE in the late 1970s/early 1980s, Anderson and
his colleagues (Anderson, Boven, Fensham, & Powell, 1980; Anderson & Vervoorn,
1983) identified four necessary conditions for entry: the availability of places,
students’ academic achievement, the accessibility of HE to qualified aspirants, and
students’ aspirations for HE. Anderson imagined these conditions to have causal
associations: availability influencing achievement, achievement and aspiration as
mutually influential, and both influencing accessibility. Compared with other entry
conditions, Anderson et al. concluded that ‘aspirations are not particularly amenable
to policy decisions . . . Of much greater importance . . . is the influence of parents and
their family environment’ (1980, p. 5). However, as demand shifts from places (in the
1970s/1980s) to students (from 2010), there is a commensurate shift in the primary
concern of institutions (traditionally focused on achievement but also accessibility)
and government (traditionally focused on availability but also accessibility) to
aspiration. Indeed, the explicit objective of government policy and funding is about
‘encouraging the aspirations and building the capacity of people from low SES
backgrounds to access higher education’ (Commonwealth of Australia, 2010, p. 16).
In addressing the problem, much has been made of ‘aspiration’ and the lack of it,
and what universities need to do to mobilize new groups of applicants, particularly
from those who are traditionally under-represented. To date, university outreach
programs have been the mechanism through which institutions have sought to pursue
their equity obligations, to redress the imbalance in their student demographics.
Most of these programs have been focused on students in the last two years of
secondary school, at a time when achievement and aspirations have been largely set.
More recently, university outreach programs have begun to focus their attention on
students prior to Year 11, prompted by concerns about the long-term under-
representation of some population groups (particularly those of low SES status)
within Australian HE and by a growing conviction that, if they are to be successful,
interventions to redress this situation need to be implemented earlier in schooling
rather than later (Gale et al., 2010).
In a survey of 59 of these ‘early’ programs operated by 26 Australian universities,
Gale et al. (2010, pp. 98100) found that: most of the interventions were aimed at Year
10 students; the largest group of these Year 10 programs were aimed at building student
aspirations to attend university; the most significant target group were students from
674 T. Gale
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low SES backgrounds, followed by Indigenous students and then students from rural
and remote locations; and many of the interventions were one-off events that aimed to
provide students with a taste of university, although extended programs of on-campus
visits by school students, and school visits by university staff and students, were also
reported.
In analysing these programs, Gale et al. (2010, p. 9) identified three equity
perspectives, which informed the overall design and implementation of university
outreach work. High-quality equity programs were found to include activities that:
(1) unsettled deficit views of disadvantaged students and communities; (2) researched
local knowledge and negotiated local interventions to ensure the context-specific,
consultative nature of outreach activity; and/or (3) built capacity in communities,
schools and universities through broad-based reforms at a range of levels
(curriculum, school structures, teacher professional learning, etc.), supported by
strong partnerships between universities, schools, and communities. In addition, the
research identified four program implementation strategies (aimed at assembling
resources, engaging learners, working together, building confidence), which each
drew together two or three of 10 design characteristics under a common logic. These
strategies and characteristics include:
 Assembling resources, including the following design characteristics:
 People rich; an approach that requires the development of ongoing
relationships between young people and those in a position to offer them
ongoing guidance which relates to their situation and capacities.
 Financial support and/or incentives, addressed to particular economic
constraints of different cohorts, and which combine with other support
strategies.
 Early, long-term, sustained; an approach to intervention that is designed to
work with students in earlier phases of schooling, ideally the primary years,
and to continue as they transition through the middle years into senior
secondary schooling.
 Engaging learners, including the following design characteristics:
 Recognition of difference, premised on the perspective that disadvantaged
students bring a range of knowledge and learning capacities to formal
education that should be recognized and valued as assets.
 Enhanced academic curriculum (including pedagogy), designed to sustain
the ongoing quality of everyday lessons throughout schooling and to
prepare students for further/higher education.
 Research-driven interventions, which engage the research capacities of the
university to inform program design, implementation and evaluation, and
to support the production and dissemination of knowledge about effective
intervention strategies.
 Working together, including the following design characteristics:
 Collaboration between stakeholders across different sectors and agencies at
all stages of program development and enactment.
 Cohort-based; an approach that engages with whole classes, or even larger
cohorts of young people in a school or region, to change peer cultures as
well as supporting individuals.
Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education 675
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 Building confidence, including the following design characteristics:
 Communication and information about university life and how to get there
using a variety of digital media technologies, as well as more traditional
means such as brochures or school visits.
 Familiarization/site experiences, through a schedule of university visits
designed to both inspire and familiarize young people with HE and what it
means to be a student in that context.
Gale et al. (2010, pp. 9, 11) argue that programs that are quite likely to increase
the number of disadvantaged students going on to HE than otherwise would have
been the case exhibit at least four (from 10) design characteristics, three (from four)
implementation strategies and two (from three) equity perspectives.
These characteristics, strategies and perspectives form the basis of a meta-
analysis, which produced what Gale et al. (2010) refer to as a Design and Evaluation
Matrix for Outreach (DEMO). The DEMO foregrounds program conceptualization
and design as significant factors contributing to the likelihood of programs making a
difference for disadvantaged students (see Figure 2). In these terms, the overall
effectiveness of a program will depend on the combination of depth (the number of
characteristics), breadth (the number of strategies), and equity orientation (the
number of equity perspectives) (Gale et al., 2010, p. 10). The DEMO emphasizes
the importance and value of combining characteristics and draws attention to the
strengthening of programs that results from synergistic relationships between
different characteristics and strategies. Programs are ‘Very Likely’ to be effective
once at least half of the 10 characteristics are combined (and which necessarily
involves at least two strategies). In this sense, the strength of a program depends
more on the combination of program characteristics, in response to the particular
needs of different contexts, than on the specific characteristics that are combined.
10 VS 
9 VS 
8 S VS 
7 S VS 
6 M S VS 
5 M S VS 
4 M S S 
3 W M M 
2 W W 
N
um
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ha
ra
ct
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1 W 
1 2 3 4
Number of character types 
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Figure 2. Program composition. W, weak; M, moderate; S, strong; VS, very strong. Source:
Gale et al. (2010, p. 10).
676 T. Gale
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
7:2
5 1
5 N
ov
em
be
r 2
01
1 
Therefore, two programs comprising quite different sets of characteristics could be
equally effective.
Further, the DEMO separates measures of program composition from assess-
ment of a program’s equity orientation, which is a significant contributor to the
measure of likely overall program effectiveness. A program with a large number of
characteristics is unlikely to make a difference for disadvantaged students if it is not
supported by a strong equity orientation at the level of the institution or
organization, or at least the department that is responsible for its development
and implementation (Figure 3) (Gale et al., 2010, p. 12). In this sense, two programs
of different composition may be equally likely to produce desirable outcomes if they
are both supported by a strong equity orientation.
The combination of characteristics and strategies with the orientation of the
program provides a better abstract indicator of likely effectiveness than specifications
of required program structures or checklists of required features. Yet there can be no
simple formula for a sophisticated approach to outreach activities. The DEMO
should not be used as the final arbiter of a program’s merit. Instead, it is intended to
be used to promote discussion and debate, to inform design and to strengthen
evaluations that also draw on a range of other data. The sophistication and
effectiveness of the next phase of outreach activity will benefit from the rich
discussions and complex design work that the DEMO is intended to support.
One issue worthy of discussion in the design and evaluation of outreach programs
is how to conceive of students’ aspirations. The dominant view, of ‘low SES
communities where aspirations to enter higher education are low’ (Commonwealth
of Australia, 2010, p. 17), is condescending. It misses the point that some people do
not see university study as a better option to the aspirations that they currently hold.
University study is not self-evidently better in terms of cultural identity, life choices
or even economic prosperity. Dominant conceptions of student aspiration are also
ignorant of the fact that some people from disadvantaged backgrounds already
aspire to a HE but do not gain or seek entry when the time comes. For example,
researchers at Victoria University have found that 70% of secondary school students
in Melbourne’s low SES western suburbs aspire to go to university, although clearly
they are not all realizing those aspirations, at least not at the end of their secondary
schooling (Bowden & Doughney, 2010).
What we can say about the education aspirations of low SES people is that they
tend to be more brittle (Appadurai, 2004, p. 69) and, as for all of us, are defined by
what they understand to be possible  given the social and economic resources at
hand  and desirable  given the influence of family and culture. This is an argument
VS U-L L-QL QL-VL VL
S U L QL QL-VL 
M U L L L-QL Pr
og
ra
m
 
co
m
po
sit
io
n 
W U U U U-L 
0 1 2 3
Number of equity perspectives 
Figure 3. Design and Evaluation Matrix for Outreach. U, unlikely; L, likely; QL, quite likely;
VL, very likely. Source: Gale et al. (2010, p. 12).
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for the possibility that aspirations are inherently related to culturally specific values,
and that these values demand a complex ‘politics of recognition’ (Fraser, 1997;
Taylor, 1994) rather than normative evaluations that prioritize questions of
redistribution. Of course, this is not to say that people living in poverty do not
aspire to more dignified and secure material conditions, or to the various freedoms
that economic security affords. Rather, we must consider whether economic security
should be made to depend on subscription to a particular set of middle-class values
and strategies.
Reflecting on ethnographic work with the poor in Mumbai, Appadurai (2004)
argues for this approach to conceiving of aspiration as a ‘cultural capacity’. For
Appadurai, the concept of aspiration denotes a cultural relationship to the future
that is generally obscured by the language of economics, which he argues has become
the default ‘science of the future’ (2004, p. 60). Indeed, discussion of aspiration in the
policies of Australia and the UK is almost exclusively framed in economic terms:
growth, ownership, productivity, competitiveness, human capital. In the context of
neoliberalism, this economic view emphasizes the wants and choices of individuals.
However, contrary to this assumption, Appadurai proposes that ‘aspirations form
parts of wider ethical and metaphysical ideas which derive from larger cultural
norms’ (2004, p. 67). Further, he argues that:
Poverty is partly a matter of operating with extremely weak resources where the terms of
recognition are concerned . . . the poor are frequently in a position where they are
encouraged to subscribe to norms whose social effect is to further diminish their dignity,
exacerbate their inequality, and deepen their lack of access to material goods and
services. (2004, p. 66)
Thinking about it in these terms suggests that the aspirations of particular groups of
students and families are not simply a problem in their own right. Rather, it is the
incongruence of aspirations between the three levels of: (1) individual students; (2)
institutions; and (3) the nation, which creates cause for concern. Figure 4 provides an
example, which is by no means comprehensive, of the different kinds of aspirations that
may be evident at the individual, institutional or national level (Sellar & Gale, in press).
The ‘low’ aspirations of students and families from low SES backgrounds can
reflect their current incongruence with the economic ambitions of the nation, which
involve advancing ‘the growth of a dynamic knowledge economy’ (Australian
Government, 2009, p. 12) by expanding the HE system. At the same time, the
concomitant national ambition to encourage the fairer distribution of educational
goods is not necessarily in alignment with the ‘strategic ambitions’ of universities,
which may be focused on maintaining the symbolic value and ‘quality’ of their
Individual Institutional National 
Economic (ownership, mobility) Economic (finance, security) Economic (growth, competition) 
Socio-cultural (learning, agency) Symbolic (distinction, influence) Socio-political (social inclusion,  
widening participation)
Figure 4. Three levels of aspiration. Source: Sellar and Gale (in press).
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degrees. Some institutions may consider an influx of low SES students to put their
academic status at risk. This notion of aspirational alignment is important for
university outreach programs, if they are to be successful in attracting students from
disadvantaged backgrounds to university. It is no longer, then, a matter of ‘raising’
students’ aspirations to the level of institutions and governments but re-aligning the
aspirations of all three. It suggests that there is work to be done within institutions
and with governments and students, not simply on students whose aspirations are
incongruent with the current policy agenda.
Teaching for equity
A third broad proposition for Australian universities is that they need to confront the
teaching and learning that constitutes HE. In the 2009 federal budget document,
Transforming Australia’s Higher Education System (Australian Government, 2009),
the Australian Government expressed the view that teaching and learning in university
requires some attention. The issue is not that universities need to do better because they
have more low-qualified students to teach. The current retention rates for students
from low SES backgrounds match their peers (Bradley et al., 2008, p. 30; Marks, 2007,
p. 27). If retention rates are an issue, they are an issue for all students. Rethinking our
teaching and learning needs to go beyond simply targeting retention rates. A ‘more
sophisticated approach’ (Bradley et al., 2008, p. 37) to student equity in HE entails the
creation of space in universities not just for new kinds of student bodies but also for the
knowledges and ways of knowing that they embody.
In the past, there has not been enough regard for what students bring to university,
to the learning environment and experience, and for what they are potentially able to
contribute, although there are some notable exceptions. For example, international
students are now very much part of the landscape of Australian universities. Their very
presence, and in such numbers, has changed Australian HE for domestic students, for
the most part for the better. International students have challenged our epistemological
and ontological assumptions and prompted many Australian academics to think
differently about the kind of HE offered to all, not just to students who come from
overseas. In the same way, people from low SES backgrounds come to university with
sets of knowledges about the world, of what it is and how to engage with it, which are
potentially different from and valuable to others. Taking account of this, in fact
understanding that all students bring assets to university, will require us to think about
how we can structure the learning experience in ways that open it up and make it
possible for students to contribute from who they are and what they know. A meta-
analysis of a range of studies in the field suggests that the absence of these contributions
from our universities means a diminished HE for our current university students,
particularly for those who are part of a more homogeneous student population
(Milem, 2003). Such absence also goes some way to explain why some groups of
students do not aspire to HE. There is little incentive to join or remain in a system in
which you are invariably positioned as being ‘without’.
Thinking differently about teaching and learning in HE is starting to gain traction
across OECD nations, particularly in the UK, the USA, and more recently Australia.
There are at least three different sets of teaching and learning principles that have
gained currency in this environment, albeit in different HE systems (Figure 5). In
comparing them, three things are worth noting (Chickering & Gamson, 1999; David
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et al., 2009; Kift & Nelson, 2005). First, not all principle-sets are the same and they do
not agree on the ideal number, but there are at least three principles (highlighted in
Figure 5) that seem to be consistent across each set. The narrative that weaves these
together is that: (1) there is a diversity of learners and ways of learning, which need to be
taken into account when designing learning and learning activities (i.e. curriculum
design); (2) learners learn best when learning activities require them to be actively
engaged (i.e. pedagogy); and (3) assessment should have a pedagogical intent, making a
contribution to students’ learning and not just serving an institutional purpose of
allocating grades (i.e. assessment).
These seem eminently sensible, almost ‘motherhood’ statements, with which few
would disagree. They  and many of the other principles  are also informed by a
particular constructivist theory of learning, which posits that people learn through
their experiences, through activity, by doing. This is another way of saying that most
of these principles share a particular philosophical orientation, which emphasizes the
role of the individual in the learning process.
George Kuh, the founder of the National Survey of Student Engagement  the
US equivalent of the AUSSE  provides the perfect and probably extreme illustration
of this way of thinking. Kuh has often asserted that:
When we control for factors such as students’ socioeconomic backgrounds, parents’
education and students’ measured level of academic achievement prior to university, it
turns out that how much students learn is not a function of who they are, it’s a function of
what they do. (in Leech, 2009, p. 3, emphasis added)
If we are to take ‘a sophisticated approach’ (Bradley et al., 2008) to equity, as Denise
Bradley encourages us, stripping back learning to what individuals do is at the heart
of the HE problematic for equity groups. To think otherwise is to imagine that what
David et al. (2009) Chickering & Gamson (1999) 
[USA] 
Kift & Nelson (2005) 
[Australia] [UK] 
Student–faculty contact  Transition  Consistent policy  
Diverse talents/learning styles  Diversity  Learning for life  
Reciprocity & cooperation  Student-focused design Informal learning  
Active learning  Active & engaging Active engagement  
Prompt feedback  Assessment  Assessment  
High expectations  Evidence-based & evaluation Social process  
Time on task Systematically developed  
Prior experience  
Discipline knowledge  
Research for teaching  
Figure 5. Principles for teaching and learning. Source: Chickering and Gamson (1999), Kift
and Nelson (2005), and David et al. (2009).
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people are asked to learn has no bearing on how well they learn it. It fails to take into
account that who people are, in relationship with others and where they are located,
has a bearing on what they already know and what they count as worthwhile. It is like
imagining that an Indigenous person has no connection with the land, other than a
European notion of ownership that allows for land to be bought and sold or
acquired by force. It is like suggesting to a working-class person that knowledge can
be generated outside contexts of practice or that contexts of practice rely on abstract
knowledge to inform action. It is in fact hard to imagine how who people are can be
disentangled from what they do and, hence, what they might learn from the
experience.
To be fair, buried in these sets of principles are three that hint of a more critical
constructivism that moves us towards socio-cultural, even political understandings of
learning and teaching. I deliberately want to emphasize what I see to be the
possibility of an equity principle in each of them. Consider then: (1) studentfaculty
contact, which signals a level of significance for students in the HE environment, in
their own terms (students matter, time spent with them in intellectual discussion
matters, engagement with who they are matters); (2) informal learning, which
acknowledges that students learn things outside the official boundaries of education
systems and that these knowledges and ways of knowing have value, that they have
something to contribute to HE; and (3) research for teaching, which is not research
that determines what to teach (and learn) but which informs the teaching and
learning experience, and informs teachers about how to engage with different
knowledges and ways of knowing, including research about what students know and
how they know.
One way of translating this acknowledgement of marginalized knowledges into
real-world curriculum is through what is known as a funds of knowledge approach
(Gonza´les, Moll, & Amanti, 2005; Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992). This
includes recognizing that all students come with valuable understandings that can
contribute to the education of others. The approach requires identifying and inviting
students’ knowledges into the learning environment and using them to develop
curricula. Students are then positioned differently, because they are now expert in the
kinds of knowledges that inform the learning experience. Complementing this
approach, Lew Zipin (2009) argues that we also need to identify funds of pedagogy. It
is not just the knowledges from students’ different socio-cultural groups but also the
ways in which students learn in those groups, which need to be taken into account.
Finding a way of bringing those into the formal learning environment is far more
challenging to the logic of HE. To bring in different content is one thing. To bring in
different ways of knowing at a deeper level is more threatening. A potential third
approach is a hybrid or fusion of these funds (Gonza´les et al., 2005). It involves
lightly framed, open curricula and pedagogy that allow for student contributions,
without these being predetermined. Such an approach has implications for: the
(re)positioning of lecturers, peers, academic literature, fieldwork, and so on, as
resources for students’ learning; and the (re)positioning of disciplines and traditions
as resources to aid the understanding of issues, problems, and themes.
Of course, these are tentative ideas that need fleshing out in the HE context but
they have significant potential to re-inform the way we currently do HE. The
Teaching and Learning Research Programme (TLRP) at the Institute of Education
in London is far more advanced in these matters than Australian HE, particularly in
Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education 681
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
7:2
5 1
5 N
ov
em
be
r 2
01
1 
the development of ‘connectionist pedagogies’ (Hockings, Cooke, & Bowl, 2010, pp.
101106), which emphasize: (1) creating collaborative and inclusive spaces, in which
students are encouraged to share their beliefs, knowledge and experiences; (2)
developing student-centred strategies, which entail flexible and tailored activities that
‘enable students to ground their learning in something relevant to them as
individuals’; (3) connecting with students’ lives, through subject matter that is
relevant to students’ immediate lives and/or their imagined roles and identities as
professionals; and (4) being culturally aware, which includes using culturally relevant
examples, anecdotes and stories to aid learning, as well as a non-academic frame of
reference for teaching (i.e. teaching beyond the academic culture).
Conclusion
The current moment in Australian HE is like no other. Until now, when the doors of
universities have been opened wider to expand their student intake, the extra places
have never exceeded those who want to enter. Demand in excess of supply has been a
mark of distinction for universities and their graduates. It has also been the gatekeeper,
largely restricting the intake to a demographically homogenous student population.
Now, the Australian Government’s expansion agenda  to dramatically increase the
participation of students from low SES backgrounds and, more generally, the number
of people with bachelor’s degrees  is set to change that. On current estimates,
notwithstanding the recent upsurge in demand triggered by the global financial crisis,
supply intentions are set to exceed demand. If Australian universities are to pursue the
Government’s agenda, it would seem that something needs to be done to increase
student demand for university study.
The 20/40 targets (Australian Government, 2009) have brought to the fore the
problems with the definitions, measures and understandings with which we have been
working, such as the need to ‘raise’ aspirations. They are also encouraging us to rethink
the ways in which we approach teaching and learning. Most significantly, they have
highlighted that expansion to the system to reach the 20/40 targets will require a new
engagement with Australians who currently have no intention or who are without the
necessary qualifications to seek access to university. Logically, meeting these sector
targets will be extremely difficult for most institutions working in isolation, even for
those who have a strong track record in this area, and yet the Government compacts
with universities to achieve its agenda are set to be the subject of a series of individual
negotiations. It would make more sense for the problem of the under-representation of
low SES people in HE to be addressed by focusing on people in disadvantaged areas,
rather than on institutional targets, and to encourage universities to work collectively
and collaboratively with each other and with the people in these areas.
The Australian Social Inclusion Board has recently developed a Compendium of
Social Inclusion Indicators that could be usefully used to identify the areas of greatest
disadvantage and social exclusion within Australia and then to measure progress over
time towards their resolution (Australian Social Inclusion Board, 2009). The Design
and Evaluation Matrix for Outreach (DEMO) (Gale et al., 2010) could also be used by
institutions to inform the development of collective outreach activities into these areas
that have the greatest likelihood of success. The compacts, to be negotiated with
government, could then be structured to reward institutions for working in partner-
ships and in identified areas in ways that the research suggests to be most effective. Not
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only could this enable universities to collectively meet the longer-term sector-wide
targets set by Government, it could also support their wider social role in achieving
social inclusion. It would, in Bradley’s terms, be a more sophisticated approach to
student equity.
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Notes
1. Education academics are the oldest of all academics in Australia: 63% of those specializing
in teacher education, 60% in general education studies, and 59% in curriculum and
education studies are aged 50 and over (Hugo, 2010).
2. The University of Western Australia, the University of Adelaide and Monash University
have all indicated their intention to grow their undergraduate intakes.
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